Frequency of recent cocaine and alcohol use affects drug craving and associated responses to stress and drug-related cues.
Stress is known to increase drug craving, associated physiological arousal and risk of relapse in drug dependent individuals. However, it is unclear whether these responses are altered by recent frequency of drug use. The current study examined whether frequency of cocaine and alcohol abuse alters drug craving and associated arousal with laboratory exposure to stress and to drug related cues. Fifty-four recently abstinent treatment-seeking cocaine abusers who were part of a study on stress and drug craving were categorized into high- and low-frequency users on the basis of their recent cocaine use. The high use cocaine group also consumed significantly more alcohol than the low use cocaine group. Participants were exposed to a brief 5-min guided imagery procedure that involved imagining a recent personal stressful situation, a personal drug-related situation and a neutral-relaxing situation, one imagery session on separate days presented in random order. Subjective (craving and anxiety), cardiovascular (heart rate, systolic blood pressure (SBP) and diastolic blood pressure (DBP)) and biochemical (adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH), cortisol, prolactin) measures were assessed. High-frequency abusers demonstrated a significantly greater drug craving, anxiety and associated cardiovascular and hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) response to both stress and drug-cue exposure as compared to low-frequency abusers. Increased frequency of recent cocaine and alcohol use is associated with an enhanced stress and cue-induced drug craving and arousal response that appears to be similar to the effects of cocaine, and one that may increase the vulnerability to drug-seeking behavior and relapse in drug dependent individuals.